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Vi Overholt interview 
by Vi Kowalchuk and Anne Rypien 
Kowalchuk: Usually doesn't start for a minute. Al l right we were talking about the 
depression years. And, Gene, you said that the the money that people got was 
called relief. 
Gene: Relief, yes. 
Kowalchuk: Relief. Does anybody know how much people a family would 
Man's voice in background: Five dollars a month, that's all. 
Kowalchuk: Five dollars a month. 
Rypien: And it had to be worked off. 
Overholt: For each person or for a family? 
Rypien: For a family. 
Kowalchuk: Oh dear. And you say a weekly grocery bill might be four dollars, eh. 
Overholt: Yes, or it might be less than that. It's a long time ago. 
Kowalchuk: That's true. 
Rypien: At the most it would have been that, but I don't think it would average 
maybe to four dollars a month, even. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, yes. (Can't understand everything in background.) 
Man's voice in background: That's how come they got all this corduroy across the 
muskeg in Edmonton. That's the people who went in the winter and cut this 
corduroy. 
Kowalchuk: The people who are on relief. 
Rypien: Cut the trees. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. 
Man's voice in background: Cut it into lengths and then they just hauled to the 
muskeg and . . . 
Rypien: Along the road allowances. 
Man's voice in background: Corduroy. 
Rypien: And and just laid on the muskeg . . . 
Kowalchuk: Side by side. 
Rypien: And then dirt was with those turnipoles, freznos like you know and horses 
were scraped up on top of those and that was sort of a built-up road with the you 
know, corduroy, because it was you know the logs laid side by side and it was just 
washboards, I guess. 
Man's voice in background: Summer was wet. While you were just there cut right 
through the dirt and so you were just bouncing... 
Kowalchuk: On those on those 
Rypien: Corduroy. 
Kowalchuk: Yes. Uh what parts of the now you're speaking of north of the river 
now where would there be muskeg that... 
Rypien: Even up to Big Coulee just west of Big Coulee. 
Man's voice in background: >From the Youngville school west to Overholts. 
That was a bad piece of muskeg in there. Well know you wouldn't know that. 
Kowalchuk: No, you wouldn't, would you. 
Rypien: And the same just west of Big Coulee. The Frasers in the spring of the 
year couldn't even go to school because it just literally you know jest sink out of 
sight in that muskeg. 
Overholt: Between the corner where we come up the pavement that next mile we 
saw a . . . more than a mile. (Too many talking at once, can't understand 
everything.) 
Rypien: And even east of the pavement toward Big Coulee that was all floating 
muskeg. 
Kowalchuk: So when the roads were being built or rebuilt... 
Rypien: Just built first. 
Kowalchuk: No, but in later years I'm thinking that was all dug up then. 
Overholt: It's still there. 
Kowalchuk: Is it still there? Is that right? 
Rypien: Well, I remember sort of an incident when we were going to school and we 
were fixing you know, fixing our ball diamonds and uh uh we were han you know 
all the children school children during the noon hours and that were clearing off 
this uh the men bigger bust off the bigger trees and then we were picking off the 
rocks and and helping clear that, and we were haul you know carrying those rocks 
by hand on what we call the road allowance which is the road now, but we said well 
there'll never be a road across there because the muskeg was such a boggy muskeg 
that you know they thought well they'd never have a road there. 
Kowalchuk: Isn't that something. And sure enough the first road is there now, isn't 
it? Well, all right, we'll go back to you raising the children. Uh you say you had 
two boys. We were talking here a minute ago. You had two boys when you got in 
touch with your original.. . 
Overholt: No, I got in touch with my mother right after I was married. 
Kowalchuk: Al l right, where . . . 
Overholt: My foster mother gave me her address because she had been writing to 
her since 1926. 
Kowalchuk: Well, how did your mother know who your real mo—your foster 
mother, how would she know who your real mother was? 
Overholt: Uh well because of me being illegally taken from the Salvation Army 
home they finally gave her my address or my foster mother's address, but with the 
understanding that she would not cause trouble, right. 
Kowalchuk: Uh huh. 
Overholt: That was in 1926 that she first started writing. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, I see. 
Rypien: But V i wasn't aware of it until she was given her mother's address after 
she got married. 
Kowalchuk: Uh huh. So then you decided to make contact with her. 
Overholt: Yes, as soon as I got her address I wrote and we corresponded and in 
1939,1 took my two boys with me and went to visit her. 
Kowalchuk: Did you? 
Overholt: In Michigan. 
Kowalchuk: In Michigan. 
Rypien: Her first two children, Norman and Robert or Bob as we call him now. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, for goodness sake. Well, how was that first meeting? 
Overholt: It was actually great. 
Kowalchuk: Was it? Isn't that something? 
Overholt: We corresponded and you know sent at least some pictures back. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, it wasn't totally a new situation. I guess you knew a little bit 
about each other and what was happening in your lives. Your mother, had she 
remarried? 
Overholt: Yes, one, two, three times. 
Kowalchuk: Oh I see. But when you had first made contact with her, she was 
remarried at that time. 
Overholt: Yes, she was. 
Kowalchuk: I see. Interesting. So since then and after that you you kept writing. 
Overholt: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: Did she ever come to the Athabasca area. 
Overholt: No, she never did. 
Kowalchuk: Never did, eh. 
Rypien: But she did up until just what about... 
Overholt: She died in '82. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right. 
Overholt: No, '83. It was after Norman. 
Kowalchuk: So she must have been quite elderly then. 
Overholt: Yes, 86. 
Kowalchuk: 86, eh. 
Rypien: You made how many trips to the States in all? 
Overholt: I made five trips. 
Kowalchuk: Did you really? So did all your children know their real 
grandmother? 
Overholt: No, only the oldest two ever went. The others were away from home 
before I made the second trip in 1970. 
Kowalchuk: I see. Mmhm. Well that was quite something to get back in touch 
with uh and your father, did you ever get in touch with him? 
Overholt: I corresponded with him for quite a few years, but I never did meet him. 
Kowalchuk: You didn't eh? 
Overholt: That was one of the things I regret. 
Kowalchuk: You regret, no doubt. That's too bad. 
Rypien: He died in what year, Vi? 
Overholt: Oh, I imagine around 1970. 
Rypien: 1970. 
Overholt: Maybe in the late 60s. I'm not quite sure. 
Kowalchuk: Now you had a sister as well. 
Overholt: Yes. 
Kowalchuk: And where is she living today? 
Overholt: She lives in Grand Rapids, Michigan. And I visit her every year, too. 
Kowalchuk: Do you? Oh, great. 
Overholt: She has been out here once. 
Kowalchuk: Has she? And you had a younger brother did you say? 
Overholt: Yes, and he lived in the same city. 
Kowalchuk: In the same city. 
Overholt: He passed away just before Christmas this year. 
Kowalchuk: Yes, that's right. I think you mentioned it when we were at Annie's 
place. Mmhm, all right. So can you can you tell us uh I'm just thinking of going 
back a little bit to your home on the farm. Uh you had no running water of course. 
You ran and got some from the well as they say. (All laugh) Outdoor toilets, no 
facilities really to speak of. Did you have a radio when you first got married? 
Overholt: No uh we got our first radio in 1936. 
Kowalchuk: 1936. Uh huh and telephone? Telephones, we didn't have telephones 
north of the river t i l l . . . 
Overholt: Well Harry Overholt had a telephone possibly from 1936. 
Rypien: The same with Gormans. It was a 
Kowalchuk: Oh a place where other people in the community could come. And uh 
what did you do you remember what they charged? 
Overholt: Ten cents. 
Kowalchuk: Ten cents. I think I remember the Gormans saying . . . 
Rypien: It was along the telegraph line. 
Overholt: Yes, when the bought the telegraph line. (Too many talking at once, 
can't understand everything here.) 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Overholt: Five telephones in the area off of that line for quite a number of years. 
Rypien: Oh, Richards, Gormans, the Overholts, and where . . . 
Overholt: No that was two different lines. Richards and Gormans were on the line 
going to Fort McMurray. We were on the one going to Smith and Slave Lake. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. 
Rypien: I know, but what five did you say? 
Overholt: Uh well Harry Overholt, Dexter Overholt had a share of it. He never did 
put in a phone, uh Mr. Weldon, Mr. Rine, and Mr. Laporte. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. 
Rypien: Oh, I see. 
Overholt: And the Gauslins had a the had got a . . . 
Kowalchuk: Gauslins were just up near town here. 
Rypien: That was Sam Gauslin or . . . 
Overholt: Oscar. 
Kowalchuk: Oscar. Oh yes. Uh was it Sam, Sam was the barber here, wasn't he? 
Overholt: Yes. 
Kowalchuk: That's right. They were brothers. Uh speaking ofLaportes, what year 
did they have the store? What year did Laportes get the store? 
Overholt: That was a . . . 
Kowalchuk: That was a year later. Was that uh in the forties, in the forties, wasn't 
it? 
Rypien: It was in the forties, or even fifties. 
Kowalchuk: Oh no, it wasn't in the fifties because I remember going . . . 
Overholt: It was in the later forties. 
Kowalchuk: It was in the forties. 
Rypien: But late forties. 
Kowalchuk: No, no. 
Overholt: Late thirties. 
Kowalchuk: Late thirties because I remember when my brother was born I had to 
go to the store to get fresh oranges for juice so I remember that as. . . 
Overholt: The first part of the store they had they bought logs that were hewed and 
fitted together that were going to build a house and never could afford to finish it. 
So they bought these logs and hauled them up there and put them together again. 
Numbered each one as they were taking them down. 
Kowalchuk: Oh for heavens sakes. And of course Swanburg had a store at Sawdy. 
Rypien: Not Swanburg, Archie Ryan. 
Kowalchuk: Oh Archie Ryan? 
Overholt: Uh the old fellow. 
Rypien: Or Barnie Ryan. I meant Barnie Ryan, and then Archie and Flo, Barnie's 
daughter was Flo Swanburg. 
Kowalchuk: Oh I see. I hadn't heard of Barney Ryan. 
Rypien: Barney Ryan was Archie's father in law. 
Kowalchuk: I see, I see. So well when he had a store first then in the Sawdy area? 
What year would that... 
Overholt: I'm not sure but Ryans . . . 
Rypien: It was in the thirites. 
Overholt: Swanburgs come up in 1930, and it might have been around 1935 that he 
started that store. 
Rypien: It was before Laporte's store. 
Kowalchuk: I would think so. 
Rypien: It was before Mike and I were married. 
Kowalchuk: Was it? 
Rypien: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: Oh. Well that must have been a good thing for the people in the 
district. You would have bought a lot of groceries. You wouldn't have had things 
like milk there. 
Overholt: No. Well I don't know. 
Rypien: There would have been no there was maybe canned milk. 
Kowalchuk: Canned goods, oh maybe. Mostly dry goods. 
Overholt: No groceries of various types. 
Kowalchuk: Oh, I see. 
Rypien: He did have some clothing. 
Kowalchuk: Uh huh, sure, canned food, I guess so. That's right. 
Rypien: There was no need of uh the say fresh vegetables or milk because you 
know the farm people produced it and in the winter months they just you know, did 
without because they couldn't have afforded it. 
Kowalchuk: Did not farm people in those days always try to keep a cow going over 
at least one cow for fresh milk over the winter? Al l right, your children went to 
school at Youngville? 
Overholt: Yes. 
Kowalchuk: All of them? 
Overholt: Uh my youngest son never went to school there. My daughter who was 
next in age went there to grade, I believe Grade 3. 
Kowalchuk: Do you recall when the school was closed? 
Rypien: Well Diane uh just went to school to Youngville the first year and then the 
following year uh we went to uh Athabasca. 
Kowalchuk: Athabasca, so that would have been what year, Ann? 
Rypien: Uh 15 . . . before. Diane was born in 45 and she was six, so it would have 
been 41 about. 
Kowalchuk: So who was the last teacher? 
Rypien: 42 was the there was only uh those wartime teachers uh Mary Gislason 
was there a few months. 
Overholt: Mary Gislason taught for 
Rypien: Was she a qualified teacher? 
Overholt: Oh yes. 
Rypien: Well there was some that were only there for a few short periods of time 
and I remember, I myself, supervised there for about a month or so myself when 
there was no teacher. 
Kowalchuk: And those teachers that got their training during the war only got a six 
week period of training, some of them. 
Overholt: Some of them. 
Rypien: Some of them, yes. 
Overholt: Like Amelia taught there for a number of years. 
Rypien: She taught there afterward, yes. 
Kowalchuk: She did. Oh yes, that was afterwards then, I see. 
Rypien: No, no, pardon me. That was . . . 
Overholt: Mary was our last teacher. 
Rypien: Oh yes, it was before pardon me, she taught before. 
Overholt: No there was another man there. Don't remember his name. 
Kowalchuk: After Mary? So then your children all started bus to Athabasca, and 
who was the busdriver? 
Rypien: No, no pardon me. 
Overholt: Don Weekly. 
Rypien: There was a mistake. I was talking about 41. See we were married in 44. 
Diane was born in 45. It would have been 51 that uh the school was closed. Yes. 
Kowalchuk: Oh sure. 
Overholt: It was still opened later than that. 
Rypien: Yes, but it was 51 Diane started. So 521 think when Diane started going 
to Athabasca. 52 that was a mistake there when we were calculating. 
Kowalchuk: So then your children, did they all finish complete high school? 
Overholt: Uh Norman only got grade 8 because the bus didn't come anywhere 
near. Swanburg's corner was the closest it come to go to town and that was too far 
to walk morning and night. 
Kowalchuk: So Mr. Weekly was your first bus driver. 
Overholt: Yes, Don Weekly. And uh Bob finished Grade 9. The other three all 
finished Grade 12. 
Kowalchuk: Good. I was going to ask you, too, while they were growing up can 
you remember any interesting events? 
Overholt: Well there was the usual things going on. My second son, Bob, loved to 
climb. And a neighbour woman come rushing in the house one day to tell me to do 
something and this little kid's up on the peak of the barn walking back and forth. I 
asked her well why worry about it? He's been up there before. And he'll likely be 
there again. 
Kowalchuk: No use doing anything eh? Never did fall the children. Did you have 
an accidents with the children? Any illnesses? 
Overholt: Well uh Norman had Scarlet Fever. 
Kowalchuk: Did he? 
Overholt: My husband and I did at the same time. But that is the only . . . 
Kowalchuk: Real serious . . . 
Overholt: Yes and uh . . . 
Kowalchuk: Scarlet Fever, no innoculation, no vaccinations then. Did you come 
into the hospital at all? 
Overholt: They didn't accept... 
Kowalchuk: Of course, you would have to be quarantined. Were you quarantined, 
in fact? 
Overholt: Yes. No, we weren't. Norman was before I saw the doctor uh because 
he was quite sick. He was over being contagious. 
Kowalchuk: Were you quite ill? 
Overholt: Mmhm, yes. 
Kowalchuk: Would you people as adults been more ill than say uh your son? 
Overholt: I really wouldn'tknow because it's just hard to judge when you don't 
have a thermometer just how i l l , any money. 
Kowalchuk: So you did come in to see a doctor because you knew something was 
wrong. 
Overholt: Yes. 
Kowalchuk: Which doctor would you, can you tell us. 
Overholt: At that time, I think it was Dr. Myers. Because has 
also had Scarlet Fever. 
Kowalchuk: Did they? 
Overholt: Uh somebody visited my house and then went to McKelveys and visited, 
no names mentioned, and uh passed the germ on and I knew the one McKelvey girl 
was very sick. And so when the dcoctor had told me what uh how Norman was to 
be treated. I told he wanted to know if anyone else had Scarlet Fever, and I said 
well there's one girl who's quite sick. So he went out and saw her and they were 
quarantined. 
Kowalchuk: Did he? Were they? For how long? 
Overholt: At least two weeks. 
Kowalchuk: Two weeks. Tell us how did he say to treat Norman. What advice did 
the doctor.. 
Overholt: Well uh the Scarlet Fever had affected his kidneys. 
Kowalchuk: Did it? 
Overholt: So uh for the next month he was on pretty well a bland diet—milk and 
milk puddings and soups. He couldn't have any protein, you know. 
Kowalchuk: No meat, no eggs. Goodness, so you people were quite ill? 
Overholt: Yes, for a week or so we were. 
Kowalchuk: What a week, eh? Goodness sakes, I'm surprised that you, you know, 
didn't end up in a hospital or under a doctor's care or anything. Kind of more or 
less sort of just looked after yourselves. Gracious, gracious. Okay, when did you 
get your first radio? 
Overholt: 1936. 
Kowalchuk: 1936. So when the war started in 1939, you must have had your ears 
peeled right to that radio all the time, eh? What did you what did you think when 
the war broke out? Do you recall the the news announcing these things? 
Overholt: Uh well it wasn't totally unexpected. I knew that when they invaded 
Poland that British Empire would be in. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Overholt: And uh actually uh MacKenzie King declared war on Germany before 
Britain did. And we say a matter of an hour. (All laugh.) 
Kowalchuk: Oh what do you mean? 
Rypien: It was pretty well unanimous. 
Overholt: Yes, but I remember the invasion of Pearl Harbour. 
Kowalchuk: Do you? 
Overholt: And you know that come over the radio and they interrupted a program. 
Kowalchuk: Did they? 
Overholt: That was actually more of a shock. 
Kowalchuk: Was it? 
Overholt: Because it was completely unexpected and the Japanese were talking to 
Roosevelt about peace, a new trade treaty and so on. 
Kowalchuk: All of a sudden . . . This was what, December 1941? 
Overholt: December 7,1941. 
Rypien: And it began it made you know it made you think now you know is it 
going to really explode into something very serious. 
Overholt: It did. 
Kowalchuk: It did, yes. 
Rypien: But it didn't amount to anything after they . . . 
Kowalchuk: How did the war actually affect you or your family or say the people, 
neighbours? 
Overholt: Uh in our area, there was two, three young men. 
Rypien: Soluk, the Sterling, David and Jack Sterling were both in the war. 
Overholt: Well almost all the young men were in the services. 
Rypien: Paul Soluk, then Bruno and Wally were in the services. Mike took his 
military training for a month. Everyone had to go in for compulsory training, but 
then because there was, like Mike's dad was gone. He had.. . look after the farm. 
Overholt: You could keep one son. 
Kowalchuk: You could keep one son. But so the others were really . . . 
Rypien: Conscripted. 
Kowalchuk: Conscripted. Oh you had to go. 
Overholt: Conscripted or they had enlisted. 
Kowalchuk: Or enlisted voluntarily. 
Overholt: And it would be about half and half. 
Kowalchuk: Is that right? 
Rypien: And if you didn't enlist you were considered a zombie. 
Kowalchuk: You weren't looked upon too favourably. 
Rypien: Too kindly, no. They couldn't compel you but yet you still had to go. But 
you couldn't go overseas. You were more or less assigned for say uh defensive 
Canada. But if you conscript if you uh joined well then you were you'd go 
overseas. 
Overholt: Did you know that Billy McKelvey was in Halifax. 
Rypien: Yes, I know. 
Overholt: And he was going, would have gone on the ship within 24 hours. 
Kowalchuk: And? 
Rypien: He was he wasn't a . . . 
Overholt: They were calling in the fellows that uh had been conscripted. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Rypien: And he'd never actually enlisted, but he still was going to go because the 
war didn't look too good at that time. 
Overholt: He had talked about that at a later date. 
Kowalchuk: Billy did? 
Overholt: Yes, and uh admitted that for him it was a mistake not to have joined the 
active service earlier because other than the war ending right when it did, he would 
have been overseas. 
Kowalchuk: For sure, mhm. So they they the young fellows all ended up in 
Halifax, did they? 
Overholt: No, no. You know at different places. 
Kowalchuk: Oh and each in Canada. 
Rypien: Even in Edmonton. 
Kowalchuk: Oh is that right? 
Rypien: Oh yes. 
Kowalchuk: There was some training? (Can't hear everything here because all 
ladies are talking at once.) 
Rypien: There was military camps all over the country. Oh yes. Wally and Bruno 
were stationed at Pack Bay and Mike where were they stationed up north, in the 
northern part of the island, Vancouver Island, Port Hardy was it? Or Cole Harbour? 
Cole Harbour. 
Kowalchuk: Oh yes. 
Rypien: See and ja—Buster Bissel was at Pack Bay, too. So there was quite a few 
boys from around Athabasca. 
Kowalchuk: From around, oh yes, from Athabasca. 
Rypien: But even across the river. 
Kowalchuk: Across the river there were, yes. 
Overholt: There was very few families that weren't affected. 
Kowalchuk: Your own family was too young to be in this sort of course so you 
were lucky in that way and your husband, of course, he wasn't going to be called. 
Uh did it affect other than some of the young men in the district being called? Did 
it affect you in any way? Now we were talking, I started to talk about rationing of 
food. 
Overholt: Well, there was food rationing. Uh sugar, you were very limited, tea and 
coffee, those were the ones. 
Kowalchuk: Oh tea and coffee as well. 
Rypien: And then gasoline rations. 
Overholt: And meat was rationed. 
Rypien: And meat was rationed. 
Overholt: And butter. 
Rypien: But then see butter and meat didn't affect the farmers. 
Kowalchuk: Didn't affect the farmers, ah, of course. 
Rypien: And then uh beside that uh we had uh sort of drives toward the Red Cross, 
knitting articles for the soldiers and things like that and so even people that weren't 
uh well often in the country there wasn't any active clubs. Everybody sort of 
contributed in one way or the other by knitting various things or donating different 
things. 
Kowalchuk: You didn't find were you short were you really in need of sugar, for 
example, sometimes? 
Overholt: Well, not as I was more careful in using it. I was never completely out 
of sugar. And uh you could get more tea per coupon than you could coffee so we 
used mostly tea because it went further. 
Kowalchuk: The coupons came in what, a little book? 
Overholt: A little book. 
Kowalchuk: And each time you made a purchase you would take one of your little 
coupons out, and if you used it, this was per month coupon book? 
Overholt: I believe so, but I'm not sure. 
Rypien: No, I think its, I still have the coupon books, V i . 
Kowalchuk: Really? 
Rypien: I have uh I know like with us we never drank much tea or coffee and we 
never used the amount of tea or coffee and uh at the thrashing time I believe the 
housewives out on the farm were allowed a little extra sugar and for canning you 
were allowed a little extra. 
Kowalchuk: Some people of course kept bees at that time. 
Rypien: And there was bees, and so actually I think on the whole the farm people 
were... 
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